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A STARS AND STRIPES REFLECTION
Abigail Brown
The day of my high school graduation was a suspiciously beautiful evening in
May. In the moment, it felt like the most important day of my life. My hair
was just right, my royal blue cap was pinned at the perfect angle, and my dress
and shoes were meticulously curated to match the many cords draped over
my shoulders. But for me, this day wasn’t just about graduating. It was even
more important because I was singing the national anthem. In the weeks
leading up to graduation, I practiced for hours on end. I practiced until each
note was perfectly in tune, and until I was so confident and consistent that I
couldn’t possibly mess it up. On the day of the ceremony, I felt calm and
collected. My nerves only crept in when they announced my name to sing. My
palms were sweaty as I gripped the microphone and held it up to my lips. I
cleared my throat before I clicked it on. With the slightest bend in my knees, I
took a deep breath through my nose that filled my lungs deep with air, and I
began to sing. Throughout the whole anthem, I wasn’t thinking about the
words or the reason I was singing it to begin with. I was only thinking about
my performance. The only thing that mattered in that moment for me was
the fact that all eyes were on me. I remember looking out at my classmates
and all our families in the stands. I remember wondering where my parents
were sitting, but I knew how proud they were of me.
After the ceremony, I felt euphoric. I was met with the customary
“congratulations,” but to hear the compliments on my performance from my
classmates and their families tied a perfect bow on the four grueling years of
my high school experience. It was exactly the closure I needed from that
chapter in my life. That day was one that I had forward to (probably since
first watching High School Musical 3 in 2008) for two reasons. First, along
with everyone else, it marked the end of 12 long years with the same group of
people. Second, the fact that I had been selected to sing “The Star-Spangled
Banner” was a bit of a shock. I was surprised to have been chosen out of all
the talented musicians in my graduating class, but I knew that I needed to use
this opportunity to prove myself one last time before we all said our
goodbyes.
I am sure that everyone I graduated with that day was experiencing
emotions they have never felt before. It was the first time in all our lives that
things were really going to change. Many of us were going to college or trade
school, which for most of us meant moving away from home. But in the
weeks that followed the graduation ceremony, it began to occur to me that
my performance of the national anthem had been simply that: a performance.
When practicing the song, I had focused more on every other element besides
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the text. When I sang it at the ceremony, I paid no attention to the meaning
behind the words I had sung. I didn’t think about the relevance of the song,
and I realized that most of the members of the audience probably didn’t
either. I realize now that I sang the national anthem at my high school
graduation like it was the climactic aria of a classic opera, but not a
meaningful, historical piece of music that in theory represents the values of
this country. I think about how often we hear “The Star-Spangled Banner” at
various events without really giving it a second thought. It has become such a
regular, almost customary part of our lives that most people don’t bother to
stop and think about it.
Ada Limón put it best in her poem “A New National Anthem.” She
writes, “But the song didn’t mean anything, just a call to the field, something
to get through before the pummeling of youth.” In reference to a children’s
football games, she describes how the playing of the national anthem is often
just routine. The whole time it plays, the crowd is waiting for it to end so they
can get on with the game, or the ceremony, or whatever event they are at. Or
they’re “blindly singling the high notes with a beer sloshing in the stands.”
Even when we do sing along, were not thinking about the words were
singing, and the meaning behind them. I realized that I had become a part of
that group when I treated the national anthem as my own performance, and
not an important and symbolic song that represents the US.
At some point in my senior year of high school, I stopped saying the
pledge of allegiance. My experience in my 2 nd period Spanish class, in
particular, really stands out to me. Every day my class would stand up for the
pledge, and my Spanish teacher would recite it like her life depended on it. It
almost seemed satirical, the way she put her hand over her heart, stood up
perfectly straight, and filled her voice with so much pride for the words she
was saying. Throughout all my years of schooling, I had never had a teacher
before that displayed so much passion for the pledge of allegiance. It had
always been just another mundane and habitual part of the school day. All I
knew was that I did not feel anywhere near as enthusiastic as she did.
I can’t recall a specific day when I completely stopped saying the
pledge of allegiance, because it wasn’t an immediate shift. But the more I
focused on the words that we were blindly chanting with our hand over our
heart each day, I began to realize that I didn’t agree with it. First it was “one
nation under God.” I thought about how there are millions of people in the
US who say the pledge of allegiance, especially in schools, but have different
beliefs than the old white men who wrote the constitution in 1776. I realized
that it probably wasn’t fair that these people were expected to recite these
words that don’t reflect their beliefs. Many of them also probably don’t even
view it that way because of the compulsory nature of the pledge that children
in America experience from a young age. Then it was “liberty and justice for
all” that made me question it even more. With all the social and political
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events of 2020, I didn’t feel like these words rang true. This was the first time
I had ever found myself questioning the world around me. While I know that
is a normal part of growing up, I was confused. I felt guilty for the negativity I
was feeling towards my country, but I also felt independent and mature for
attempting to discover for myself what the words I was saying really meant.
This is also echoed in Ada Limon’s poem “A New National Anthem. At
the end she draws attention to the fact that the national anthem is a constant
thing that all Americans have in common, and that, as she mentions earlier, it
is a part of our lives whether we are always conscious of it or not. But as she
goes on, her tone becomes more questioning. Limón states, “that song that’s
our birthright…the song that says that your bones are my bones, and isn’t
that enough?” At first glance, this line suggests that the song still stands for
unity and togetherness even if it aligns with political ideals or 250 years old
values. That should be enough to justify singing it at all types of occasion. But
her delivery of this line at the end of this poem feels skeptical in the same way
I found myself considering the words of both the pledge and the national
anthem. It questions the legitimacy of blind acceptance of the words. It
discourages people from simply reciting them out of conditioned habit but
encourages them to look deeper into the values that it expresses and
represents. One patriotic song, or one memorized and repeated declaration of
loyalty written over two centuries ago does not encompass the wide variety of
cultures and values that the citizens of America are a part of.
This inner conflict came back even stronger after my performance of
the national anthem. I realized that I hadn’t fully analyzed the words that I
would be singing in the same way that I had broken down the pledge. I
wonder if I had taken the time to evaluate to the lyrics, would I have decided
that I couldn’t sing them? The word of the pledge and the nature of the
pledge itself were what stopped me from reciting it each morning, but the
words of the national anthem had no effect on my decision to sing it in front
so many people. I am disappointed in myself for seeing this as a performance
opportunity and nothing more. But if this would have occurred to me, I can’t
say for certain if I would have turned down the opportunity. In all likeliness,
my eagerness to perform and to prove myself to my classmates might still
have triumphed over any moral conflict. Still, these contradicting thoughts
weigh on my conscious. Did I deserve to sing the national anthem on such an
important day for a football stadium full of people when I didn’t feel
connected or passionate about the words I was singing? Was I the right
person to sing it if I couldn’t even bring myself to say the pledge at 9am on a
weekday? I tend to think that it might not have been appropriate for me to
have sung the national anthem, because I don’t even feel enough pride in my
country to say the pledge each morning.
This is something I struggle with when I look back on the great care
that I took in preparing the anthem, and the way I performed it at the
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ceremony. I sung that piece like it meant everything to me. I clung to every
note and held out the climactic phrase for as long as my breath would support
me. And in all honesty, I feel guilty about it. Each morning in class I stood up
but didn’t speak a word. My hand never met my heart. Just a few months
later, I was singing the national anthem in front of 750 of my fellow
classmates and probably an audience of teachers, friends, and family that must
have been 2,000 people, if not even more. In hindsight, I can’t believe this
thought didn’t cross my mind, but I guess I was just caught up in all the
pomp and circumstance.
Looking back on my life, I can recall only one time that I truly felt a
strong sense of patriotism. was when I was 11 years old. That summer, there
was a solider from my hometown who was killed in a friendly fire while
deployed in Afghanistan. His name was Aaron. I don’t remember exactly
where I was when I heard the news, because it was all anyone could talk
about for months. I remember there was a solemn and mournful mood that
spread throughout the community. For the first week or two, we had
moments of silence almost every day. People paused in restaurants and stores
or put their work on hold to take a few moments to honor Aaron. A few
weeks later, the sense of togetherness we found had boosted morale. Then, a
beautiful memorial was built for Aaron in the park, a street that went right
through the heart of downtown was named after him, and the annual
Independence Day parade was dedicated to his memory. While June was
somber and heavy-hearted, July brought our community closer with joyous
celebrations of American pride. Aaron had become a hero and a symbol of
what our community stood for.
It was a profound thing to witness as an eleven-year-old girl in the
Chicago suburbs. The way that my community came together to support
Aaron’s family will has changed my hometown forever. We will always have a
amplified appreciation for those who have served in the military. It is
something I will never forget because to this day, he is a renowned hero in my
hometown. His parents spoke at every Veterans’ Day Assembly throughout
middle school, and each year in high school we had a “support the troops”
football game dedicated to Aaron. He attended the same high school as I did,
and he had just graduated a year earlier when he died. I think about Aaron
often, and I remember the effect his death had on our community. I
remember the pride I felt knowing that someone from my humble suburb of
Illinois was an American hero. If eleven-year-old me knew the inner conflict I
feel now about my identity as an American, she probably would be quite
disappointed in present day me.
In conclusion, I’ve faced it. And I’ve considered it. From reciting the
pledge every day in kindergarten through junior year to singing the national
anthem to thousands of people. I’ve witnessed first-hand how respect for the
flag and for the military can bring a community together forever. I’ve read the
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American history textbooks and I’ve argued with my parents for hours about
political ideals and presidential candidates. My point is, that no matter how
immersed I find myself in American values, a strong sense of patriotism is
just not something that I will experience. I simply don’t feel a convincing
connection to my American identity. The truth is, we are conditioned to
believe that our “allegiance to the flag” is a part of our identity from such a
young age. It almost feels like a habit. Growing up, I had never had the
chance to question this until I was 18 years old. When I finally reflected on
this, it made me feel a little sick to my stomach. And even now, I feel guilty
for resenting the ritualistic nature of the pledge, or the outdated message of
“The Star-Spangled Banner.” Am I a bad person because I don’t feel pride in
my country?
I’m searching for the balance between discovering my values and
being proud of my identity as an American. Of course, I am grateful for the
many opportunities that I’ve had because I’ve grown up as an American
citizen, but I can’t say that I don’t question the values of American and what
it stands for. Because there is so much more to our identities as Americans
than pledges, patriotic tunes, and as Limón said, the notion that “your bones
are my bones, and isn’t that enough?” The answer to this question is
something that I think I will find myself chasing for many years to come.
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